resources (Horton & Johnson, 1993; Strube & Barbour, 1983) or a legal commitment or long-standing relationship with the abuser (Strube & Barbour, 1983) . Other studies have demonstrated that a woman may be at substantial risk of further violence if she leaves her abuser; most murders committed by abusive partners occur after an attempt to terminate the abusive relationship (Pagelow, 1984; Walker & Meloy, 1998) .
These research findings emphasize the external constraints faced by women attempting to leave abusive relationships. This focus on external factors has promoted the development of much needed resources (such as shelter, economic aid, and legal assistance) that address these obstacles and facilitate the leaving process. Such findings have also helped to combat assumptions that imply blame on the part of the victim for not terminating abusive relationships. Although this research has had an undeniably positive impact on the field, this focus on external factors may also have diverted attention from an exploration of the internal factors that influence a decision to return to a battering relationship. Despite the increasing availability of concrete services such as shelter and economic assistance, the frequency with which women still return to abusive relationships is considerable. This suggests that in some cases these resources, although necessary, may not be an entirely sufficient component of intervention programs for battered women.
In our previous research (Martin et al., 2000) , we observed that battered women appear to underestimate their vulnerability to returning to the abusive relationship. Participants perceived themselves as far less likely to return to the abusive relationship than they viewed "most battered women." This finding remained significant, regardless of the participants' status on objective risk factors, such as limited economic resources and a long-term relationship with the batterer. These data may help to explain why some women return to their abusers. The process of leaving an abusive relationship typically involves numerous stressors, such as relocation, economic instability, legal actions, child custody issues, disruption of social networks, and possibly difficulties involved in terminating the emotional connection with the batterer. If a woman either inaccurately perceives or minimizes the difficulties that she may experience throughout this process, she is likely to be unprepared for the feelings that may arise during these struggles and may be more vulnerable to making a sudden decision to return to the batterer. These findings underscore the important role that domestic violence survivors' internal process may play in these decisions, above and beyond the role of external factors.
The present study is an exploration of battered women's perceptions of the factors that affect their decisions to return to or to permanently terminate abu-sive relationships in a sample of African American, Latina, and Caribbean residents of a domestic violence shelter. We examine the impact of both external variables (e.g., economic need, fear of escalating abuse, legal intervention) and internal/intrapsychic factors (e.g., wanting to preserve the relationship, being influenced by the batterer's expressions of remorse or the sense that he had suffered enough) on the decision-making process. Participants who had previously separated from and reunited with the batterer were interviewed about the reasons why they had returned, and all participants were asked to identify any factors that might cause them to consider returning in the future. We explore differences between those women leaving the relationship for the first time and those with a history of past separations that ended in reunification, in terms of their perceived likelihood of returning in the future and the factors that might influence their decision to do so. Finally, for those participants who acknowledged a history of prior separations, we examine the relationship between their reasons for having returned in the past and their reasons for considering doing so in the future.
METHOD Participants
Participants in this research were 90 female residents of the Urban Women's Retreat, a residential facility for victims of domestic violence managed by the Urban Resource Institute. These women were primarily young (M = 26.73, SD = 6.20), and of African American (50%), Latina (31.1%), or Caribbean (18.8%) background. Most participants (98.9%) entered the shelter with at least one child (M = 1.43, SD = .70).
In terms of education, 37.7% had not completed high school, 37.8% had a high school diploma or its equivalent, and 24.5% had completed college credits or received a college degree. The majority of participants (81.1%) were unemployed at the time of their arrival at the facility, 16.7% of participants were employed (8.9% part-time and 7.8% full-time), and 2.2% were enrolled in school. Two thirds (66.7%) were receiving government assistance at the time of admission.
Participants reported that they were seeking shelter to escape abuse by a spouse (17.8%), cohabitating partner (51.1%), dating partner (18.9%), or expartner (12.2%). All participants reported that their relationships with their batterers were heterosexual. Participants had been romantically involved with the batterers for an average of 5.2 years (SD = 4.41). The majority (66.7%) had left and returned to the batterer on at least one occasion prior to their current admission to the shelter.
Procedure
A structured interview was completed with participants by a member of an independent evaluation unit. Prior to each interview, the evaluator assured the participant that her participation was voluntary and that her responses would be kept confidential and would not in any way affect the clinical services that she received at the facility. Participants were typically interviewed within a month of admission (M = 17 days, SD = 14.77).
During the interview, participants were asked a series of questions about their prior experiences (if any) of separating from their current/most recent abusive partner. Participants who acknowledged a history of prior separations were asked the number of times that they had left the abusive relationship, and then they completed a checklist of 15 factors that influenced their past decisions to return. All participants completed an identical checklist with respect to reasons that might cause them to consider returning in the future. This checklist was developed by the researchers and pilot-tested in interviews with more than 100 domestic violence survivors. The purpose of providing participants with a checklist was to stimulate thought about a wide variety of possible reasons for returning, but participants were also encouraged to list any other factors that they believed were influential in their decision-making process.
The 15 items on the checklist represented eight categories: (a) batterer remorse (he promised you that he would change, he seemed sorry about what he had done), (b) emotional attachment (you missed him a lot, you didn't want the relationship to end), (c) economic need (you needed the money to support yourself and your children, you had nowhere else to live), (d) batterer suffering (he seemed to need you, he threatened to kill himself, you felt that he was punished enough by your leaving him), (e) promises of counseling (he agreed to get counseling, he agreed to get treatment for substance abuse), (f) legal intervention (he learned a lesson by getting arrested, going to jail, or from legal problems), (g) fear of escalating abuse (you were scared he might get angrier and hurt you or your children), and (h) pressure from others (you were pressured to return by your family or friends, you felt that it was important to stay together for the sake of your children).
After they completed the checklist, participants were asked to assess the likelihood that they would return to the batterer at some point in the future. These risk assessments were made on a 4-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 = not at all likely to 4 = very likely. Participants also completed a series of questions about social and demographic data.
RESULTS

History of Past Separations and Perceived Likelihood of Future Return
The majority of participants (66.7%) reported that they had left and returned to the batterer on at least one prior occasion. Most participants (88.3%) with a history of prior separations reported at least two previous attempts at terminating the relationship (M = 4.50, SD = 3.95), and a considerable number (33.5%) reported five or more such experiences. As indicated in Table 1 , participants typically acknowledged several factors as influential in their past decisions to return (M = 3.96, SD = 3.56), but they endorsed comparatively few reasons why they might consider returning in the future (M = 1.24, SD = 2.18). Despite the high rates of past returns to the batterer, the majority of participants (74.4%) described themselves as "not at all likely" to return to the relationship at the time of the study, and 57.8% could not identify any factor that might cause them to consider returning.
The Impact of Past Separations on Decisions to Return in the Future
A series of comparisons were made between participants with and without a history of past separations in terms of their perceived likelihood of returning in the future and the factors that might affect their decisions to do so. Two ANOVAs were computed to examine between-group differences in terms of participants' expectations of returning. There were no significant differences in the perceived likelihood of future return between participants with (M = 1.30, SD = .56) and without (M = 1.40, SD = .77) a history of past separations, F(1, 88) = .49, p = ns. Similarly, there were no significant differences between participants with and without a history of returning in the total number of reasons that they identified as potentially influencing a future decision to return, F(1, 88) = 1.35, p = ns.
The frequency with which participants with and without a history of past separations endorsed each of the eight reasons for returning listed in the checklist is presented in Table 2 . Also presented in Table 2 are chi-square statistics that represent differences in the frequency of endorsement between participants with and those without a history of past separations. As indicated, emotional attachment was the only variable to differentiate between the two groups; participants with a history of past separations were significantly more likely to consider returning for emotional attachment in the future than were participants who were leaving the relationship for the first time, χ 2 (3, N = 90) = 3.89, p < .05.
Factors Influencing Past and Future Decisions to Return
A within-group analysis was completed to examine the relationships between reasons for returning in the past and considering doing so in the future among those participants with a history of past separations. Table 3 indicates the frequency with which participants endorsed each reason for having returned in the past and for considering doing so in the future. As displayed, the most frequently endorsed reasons for having returned in the past were (in order of descending frequency): the batterer's expressions of remorse, continued emotional attachment to the relationship, and economic need. Participants were most likely to consider returning in the future because of their continued emotional attachment, the batterer's promises to seek counseling, and their sense that the batterer had "suffered enough."
The results of chi-square analyses, also presented in Table 3 , report the extent to which reasons for having returned were associated with reasons for considering a return in the future. As previously noted, participants were far less likely to indicate that they would consider returning in the future than they were to have reported returning in the past. An intriguing finding was that significant levels of repeat endorsement were observed for reasons of emotional attachment and economic need. Specifically, participants who had been influenced by each of these reasons in the past were significantly more likely to indicate that they might also be influenced by the same reason in the future. 
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DISCUSSION
A majority of participants (66.7%) reported that they had returned to their present/most recent abusive relationship at least once prior to their current admission to the shelter, and most participants who had previously returned had done so on multiple occasions (M = 4.5). These figures are consistent with previous findings (Schutte et al., 1988; Strube, 1988) , which indicate that many women who leave abusive partners subsequently return. Despite these high rates of prior returns to the batterer, nearly three quarters of participants (74.1%) described themselves as "not at all likely" to consider returning to the relationship in the future. This discrepancy between the frequency with which participants had previously returned to the batterer and their perceived risk of future return suggests that a substantial number of participants are likely to underestimate their vulnerability to returning or the difficulties that they may encounter in permanently terminating the relationship.
A similar discrepancy emerged in our previous research (Martin et al., 2000) , in which the majority of battered women who had recently left an abusive relationship portrayed themselves as highly unlikely to return, despite the fact that more than 80% of them perceived "most battered women" as at least somewhat likely to return. Although it appears that battered women are relatively knowledgeable about the prevalence of repetitive abuse dynamics in the general population, they may have difficulty applying that information to their own situation. Similar findings have been observed in the broader bodies of research in public health, health psychology, and social psychology, which have demonstrated that people frequently fail to perceive accurately their risk or susceptibility to a particular problem (Davidson & Prkachin, 1997; Walter et al., 1992; Weinstein, 1984) . In the present study, participants identified multiple factors as influential in their past decisions to return but perceived few obstacles to making their current separation permanent. These data expand on our earlier findings (Martin et al., 2000) , which show that battered women underestimate their likelihood of returning to the batterer regardless of their awareness of the prevalence with which battered women return to abusive relationships. The current study suggests that battered women also underestimate their likelihood of returning in comparison to their own personal experiences of returning in the past.
An exploration of the factors affecting participants' decisions to return to abusive relationships revealed particularly intriguing results with respect to the role of emotional attachment. The majority of participants (73.3%) who had previously returned to the batterer indicated that emotional attachment played an influential role in their decision to do so. Conversely, only a small percentage of women (10%) leaving the relationship for the first time believed that emotional attachment might lead them to consider returning in the future. A related finding was that emotional attachment was the only variable to significantly differentiate between women with and those without a history of past separations in terms of their perceived expectancies for returning in the future. Women with a history of returning, compared to women leaving the relationship for the first time, were significantly more likely to report that they might be influenced by emotional attachment in the future. An additional finding about emotional attachment emerged in a within-group analysis of participants with a history of past separations. There was a statistically significant pattern of repeat endorsement for emotional attachment, in which participants who had returned for this reason in the past were more likely to consider doing so for the same reason in the future. Specifically, among those women who would consider returning because of emotional attachment, 94% had previously done so for this reason in the past.
Overall, this pattern of findings suggests that feelings of emotional attachment are salient for many women who have recently left an abusive partner, but the degree to which participants experienced and/or acknowledged struggling with these feelings varied according to their history of having returned to the batterer in the past. Women who had previously left and then returned to the batterer appeared to be more cognizant of the role that feelings of attachment might play in their future behavior. Furthermore, many women who acknowledged that they were previously affected by feelings of attachment expected that they would continue to struggle with similar feelings in their current attempt to terminate the relationship. Conversely, women who were leaving the relationship for the first time appeared the most likely to underestimate the degree to which feelings of attachment might surface in this process. Given the complex and personal nature of attachment, it is possible that feelings of attachment to or connection with the batterer may become more apparent in retrospect and may be difficult to recognize among those who have not experienced and been influenced by them previously.
These results are consistent with Dutton's (1995) observation that a woman who leaves an abusive partner may experience a decrease in acute fears but an increase in "hidden feelings of attachment" that may render her vulnerable to a sudden decision to return. The fact that these feelings were prominent for such a large proportion of battered women in the present study suggests that this may provide an important opportunity for clinical intervention. Dutton (1995) recommends that counselors explain this process to domestic violence survivors so as to normalize these feelings and thereby help them to cope with the difficulties that they are likely to experience in their efforts to detach from the relationship. It is also important for counselors to be aware that there may be differences in the extent to which battered women with and without a history of past separation attempts will acknowledge these feelings.
Women leaving the relationship for the first time appear to be at the greatest risk of underestimating the role that feelings of attachment may play in a decision to return to the relationship. It may be beneficial for counselors to explain to them that many women leaving abusive relationships experience these feelings, because this may decrease feelings of shame and secrecy around this topic. In addition, it could also increase their awareness of and their willingness to express these feelings. This could be particularly important, given that our previous research (Martin et al., 2000) suggests that battered women who appear to underestimate the obstacles that they are likely to experience may be at the greatest risk of returning. In contrast to women leaving the relationship for the first time, women who have already experienced and been influenced by these hidden feelings of attachment seem more able to recognize their potentially powerful impact and more willing to share them with others. It may be useful to engage them in a dialogue around the factors that affected their decisions to return in the past as a way of helping them to anticipate feelings that may emerge and ways in which they can negotiate them. This should include an emphasis on encouraging these women to explore the complicated nature of these feelings.
Investigations of the relationship between emotional attachment and domestic violence have been controversial because of concerns that the findings could be used to blame victims of abuse for not terminating the relationship. Although there is some justification for these concerns, the frequency with which participants in the current study stated that they were influenced by these feelings indicates that this is a very important area. Furthermore, our findings suggest that this may be a salient issue, even for those who do not directly express it as such. By avoiding this topic, both within the empirical research and within our clinical interventions with domestic violence survivors, we may inadvertently undermine our own efforts to help battered women in the process of terminating abusive relationships.
The fact that continued emotional attachment appears to play a critical role in past and future decisions to return to abusive relationships stands in contrast to the central focus in the literature on external factors, such as economic dependence, lack of safe haven, and fear of further abuse. Economic need had a significant rate of repeat endorsement, indicating that those who would consider returning for this reason in the future were significantly more likely to have done so for the same reason in the past. It is important to note, however, that this statistic was based on a relatively small number of participants, as only 10% reported that they would consider returning in the future because of economic need. In fact, participants were considerably less likely to report that they had previously returned and that they would consider a future return because of economic need than because of emotional attachment. A similar pattern was observed with respect to fear of further abuse. Only a small minority of participants (6.7% of those with a history of past separations and 1.7% of those without a history of separations) indicated that they would consider returning to the batterer because they were afraid that leaving the batterer might lead to an escalation in the level of violence. The data on economic need and fear of further abuse are somewhat surprising because they were endorsed less frequently than might have been expected, given their emphasis in other studies (e.g., Horton & Johnson, 1993; Strube & Barbour, 1983; Walker & Meloy, 1998) .
One explanation for these findings may be related to the demographics of the sample type. As previously noted, participants in this study were an ethnically diverse (primarily African American, Latina, and Caribbean) group of women residing in an urban domestic violence shelter. Socioeconomic indicators suggest that much of the sample had been affected by severe economic deprivation, including high levels of unemployment and limited education, and that most were receiving government assistance prior to their admission to the facility. Many participants also reported that they had been involved with partners who were unemployed and/or suffered from substance abuse problems and who often had difficulty making a significant economic contribution to the family. Thus, although participants clearly experienced economic need, they may not have been economically dependent on their batterers. The comparative lack of endorsement of external factors in decisions to return in this particular sample may be related to participants' having relatively low expectations that they could avoid poverty and danger by returning to the batterer. Another possible explanation for the limited focus on external factors in participants' decisions to return relates to the facility in which the present study was conducted. Participants were residents of a domestic violence shelter that offered a comprehensive array of services (e.g., educational and employment programs, assistance locating permanent housing), and they may have felt that these programs could help them to establish their economic independence.
There are methodological issues that may affect the generalizability of these findings. As the sample consisted exclusively of inner-city minority women who had already sought shelter to leave their current relationship, it is not a representative sample of all battered women. There was an exclusive reliance on self-report data, which may be subject to a variety of biases, and participants' responses may have been influenced by social desirability because of the topic under investigation. The dichotomous nature of the checklist used to assess reasons for returning to the relationship only allowed for an examination of the presence or absence of a factor, although it is more likely that these variables are complex and interrelated. Finally, the crosssectional design of the study precludes the possibility of determining the extent to which these factors may operate at different times, as well as the degree to which self-reported perceptions of the likelihood of returning to the batterer are actually predictive of future behavior.
Although the present investigation is largely exploratory, further research on this topic may be used to inform service programs. The present study indicates that attachment is a highly influential factor in decisions to return to the relationship for a significant number of battered women. It will be important for researchers to develop a clearer definition of attachment as it relates to abusive relationships to gain a more comprehensive understanding of this issue. Research that incorporates the use of standardized measures of adult attachment may help to further identify ways in which attachment style in general might be associated with patterns of returning to abusive relationships. Longitudinal research is needed that can identify the extent to which self-reports of considering returning to the batterer actually predict patterns of returning. Longitudinal studies are also of particular importance, as our research has shown that decisions to leave an abusive partner often involve a prolonged process that is likely to involve change over time.
This study also sheds light on salient issues for a population of inner-city minority women whose voices are often unheard in the domestic violence literature (American Psychological Association, 1996; Crowell & Burgess, 1996) . The small but emerging body of literature that addresses the relationship between ethnicity and domestic violence underscores the importance of conducting further research on this topic. Recent studies have suggested that African American women who are exposed to domestic violence, in comparison to Caucasian women, may be at increased risk of developing posttraumatic stress disorder (Axelrod, Myers, Durvasula, Wyatt, & Cheng, 1999) and appear more vulnerable to experiencing symptoms of depression that persist after the relational violence subsides (Campbell & Soeken, 1999) . Wyatt, Axelrod, Chin, Carmona, and Loeb (2000) examined the factors associated with exposure to domestic violence in a sample of African American women. They found that a history of child abuse and economic dependency significantly predicted relational conflict (both physical and nonphysical conflict) in adulthood, and they emphasized the need for research that examines the factors leading to victimization in adulthood in ethnically diverse samples. The present study adds to this literature by demonstrating the powerful role of internal/intrapsychic factors in decisions to remain in an abusive relationship within a multiethnic sample. Further studies are needed to deter-mine the extent to which the reasons that battered women identify as important in their own decisions to return to or to permanently leave abusive relationships vary according to cultural or socioeconomic factors.
